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SYNOPSIS 
(Copies of the libretto are available, free of charge, in the lobby) 


Act One 
Overture A band of Yankee rebels march with revolutionary ban- 
ners and an effigy of King George III. 


Scene 1: Vulgus mobile strepitoso! A town in New Jersey, ca. 1780. The 
boy Seth makes a mock Yankee-British naval battle with toy boats. He clear- 
ly favours the British side. Another boy, Ebenezer, tells the mob Seth and his 
Quaker parents are traitors. The parents, named Harple, have failed to dis- 
cipline Seth, and have been seen drinking the banned beverage, tea. When 
Jesse Harple refuses to remove his hat in salute to their flag, the mob seize 
him, vowing to tar-and-feather him and set fire to the house. Amid the con- 
fusion, Seth escapes. 


Scene 2: On the road to Philadelphia Seth, alone on the forest road 
to Philadelphia, sees Colonel "Mad Anthony" Wayne posting a recruiting 
notice, and applies to be a drummer. Ebenezer, a recent addition to Wayne's 
brigade, tells of the "traitorous" behavior of Seth and his family. Left alone 
again, Seth soon encounters a band of the Queen’s Rangers, led by the 
young Major John Graves Simcoe. His bid to join the drum corps is accept- 
ed and he marches off with the British soldiers, who leave a note on a tree 
in case his parents should pass by. The parents arrive, the mother pushing 
the injured father in a wheelbarrow. They find the note, and look forward 
to seeing Seth again in the "City of Brotherly Love". They sing a canonic 
hymn on a pacifist "love thine enemy" theme. 


Scene 3: How to Play the Drum Drum Major Armstrong of the 
Rangers shows Seth the principles of drumming. Seth enjoys being able to 
beat time for "real soldiers marching". The scene becomes a montage of 
drum and bugle signals as well as favourite army songs of the period. At the 
end there is a brief enactment of the final signal of the day, the "taptoo" (tat- 
too), at which the tavern-keepers of the town shut off their taps and the sol- 
diers bid farewell to their women companions and return to camp. 


Scene 4: The Chicken Thief The last watch of the night at Wayne’s 
camp. A sentinel challenges an interloper to give the password. It is the 
Colonel, and he has trouble remembering the magic phrase. The sentinel 
helps him set a trap for a missing member of the corps suspected of steal- 
ing chickens from a nearby farm. The culprit turns out to be Ebenezer, 
whose defence is that Wayne has not been giving the company enough to 
eat. Wayne orders him back to camp, as the sentinel wonders what to do — 
with the chickens. 


Scene 5: "Draw your swords, Rangers, the rebels are coming" 

In a discourse, to authentic words, Simcoe states his views on military dis- 
cipline, We see the Rangers in a series of short episodes suggesting the pas- 
sage of a year in the Pennsylvania-Ohio wilderness. They commandeer a 
tavern, over the loud protests of the women owners, and by a successful 


ambush trap a party of rebels; they arrest a pair of rebels who were expect- 
ing "redcoats" (Simcoe explains he favours green as a camouflage); finally, 
Simcoe, concerned about the dangers of scurvy in the winter camp, orders 
cabbages from a farmer and his wife, but they tell him his Rangers must first 
desist from helping themselves to their apples. 


Scene 6: "Why, soldiers, why?" The apple thief is revealed to be Ebenezer, 
who has left Wayne to join Seth and the rest of the Rangers’ drum corps. 
Simcoe has them set up a dummy sentinel to deflect the rebel shots from his 
live sentinels. At the Drum Major’s order, they draw lots to see who will 
administer the last kick to Ebenezer, who is made to run the gauntlet, indi- 
cating dismissal. The draw goes to Seth, but with his pacifist upbringing he 
cannot do this cruel act. Another boy is elected. After the ceremony, 
Simcoe, who has been watching, tells Seth why this bit of cruelty is neces- 
sary, going on to philosophize about war and about the eventual goal, peace. 
He has heard from the Harples, and decides to send Seth back to them. As 
Seth prepares to leave, soldiers sing a traditional army glee, "Why, soldiers, 
why?". 


INTERMISSION 


Act Two 


Prelude Immigrant loyalists, making their way from the Mohawk Valley to 
Niagara, sing of their hopes for a new life. 


Scene 1: Under two flags The town of York, ca. 1810. The Harples 
admonish their grandson, the son of Seth and his native wife Atahentsic. 
The boy, also called Seth, plays a battleship game similar to that in Act I, this 
time with two tubs labelled "Lake Erie" and Lake Ontario". The interven- 
ing period unfolds in a flashback. Simcoe has been named lieutenant-gov- 
ernor of Upper Canada. Seth has taught in a Methodist school in 
Philadelphia, where Atahentsic was a pupil. She went back to her people 
while he accepted a position as Colonel — now General — Wayne’s drum 
major. 


Scene 2: In the Ohio wilderness In Wayne’s camp, Seth tries to protect 
Wayne from a dangerously leaning tree near the General’s tent. His efforts 
are undermined by contradictory signals from another drummer — of 
course it is the mischief-making Ebenezer. The incurable informer tells 
Wayne of Seth’s marriage to Atahentsic. The furious Wayne recalls warring 
with Atahentsic’s father and his followers, and puts Seth through the same 
gauntlet ritual that the Rangers dealt to Ebenezer earlier. 


Scene 3: An old friend at Fort Defiance Atahentsic comforts Seth. 
Fleeing together through the wild hinterland, they come to Fort Defiance, 
one of the few Ohio forts still held by the British, where they reunite with 
Simcoe. Wayne and his solders arrive and Simcoe confronts them over a 
parapet, eventually scaring off the loudly blaspheming Wayne by ordering a 
cannon to be fired. 


Scene 4: Loyal she began... Atahentsic and Seth follow Simcoe to Upper 
Canada. Consulting a map, they help him replace native and French names 
with British ones — Kent County for Wawanosh, Thames River for La 
Tranche, and so on. Elizabeth Simcoe confers with Atahentsic about her 
mosquito bites and learns about the strange local flora and fauna: hurtle 
berries, a rattlesnake. She says Atahentsic and Seth will only be invited to 
the coming governor’s ball at Newark (Niagara) if they are "properly mar- 
ried" by a clergyman of the Church of England. 


Scene 5: Parliament Oak The Upper Canada legislative assembly meets at 
Newark. As the list of counties is called, members give their names and their 
birthplaces: all except one were born in the States. Ebenezer appears as the 
member for Middlesex; he is exposed as a traitor by old Jesse Harple. Before 
the Speaker expels him, Ebenezer bitterly ridicules the assembly’s loyalty to 
the Crown, and urges union with the States. 


Scene 6: The Ball Seth and Atahentsic ask a country parson to marry them. 
He suspects their motive, since they have already been married in both a 
Methodist and a native ceremony. They admit they only want to be able to 
attend the ball. He commends their honesty and gives them invitation 
cards. At the ball, Mrs Simcoe has ordered the band to play a country dance, 
but Mrs Jarvis insists a minuet would be more proper. The guests, includ- 
ing Seth, Atahentsic, and the parson and his wife, move on to a livelier 
game-dance, "Marching Down to Old Quebec". At its height, Simcoe inter- 
rupts with good and bad news: a falling tree has demolished Wayne’s tent, 
but the collapse of the line of forts in New York and Ohio has jeopardized 
the future of Newark. He proposes relocating the colony’s capital at the 
Toronto Carrying-Place. Reaction of the settlers and colonial officials is 
mixed; the scene dissolves in uncertainty as boats, carts and wagons are 
loaded for the move. 


Scene 7: Toronto becomes York To an authentic proclamation, Simcoe 
founds his new capital and names it "York". He draws plans for roads con- 
necting with the western and northern settlements - the future Dundas 
Street and Yonge Street. Seth and Atahentsic look south across the lake to 
their former home. The Simcoes ask Seth about the taptoo signal, heard 
sounding as in Act 1. They announce they have been recalled to Britain and 
will shortly leave. Atahentsic and Seth bid them goodbye as the music of the 
Rangers’ motto, "Draw your swords, Rangers," echoes in the distance. 


Scene 8: Finale York, 1810 (as in Scenel). The Harples drink tea, offered 
to them by Atahentsic. They try vainly to distract Seth Jr. from his game 
with the toy ships. Seth Sr. has heard from Ebenezer, who warns of coming 
attacks on York by ships from the States. Unlike the Seth of Act 1, Scene 1, 
Seth Jr. depicts the Yankee ships downing the Britishers. The colonials 
watching realize there is no British naval force on the Lakes. When they 
wonder what their defence will be, the boy splashes water on them from the 
tubs. Light fades on him, "a toy ship in each hand — young scion of an 
endangered baby colony". 


A Note on the Music 
John Beckwith 


Taptoo! is a "prequel" to Serinette, the opera by Harry Somers and James Reaney 
(1990). Where Serinette depicts Upper Canada in the turbulent 1830s, Taptoo! deals 
with the period 1780-1810, in many ways no less turbulent. 


John Hess directed a workshop performance before an invited audience in June 1994, 
and the McGill University opera department presented the first staging in March 
1999 (stage director Brenda Anderson, conductor James Higgins). Both these 
mountings were with piano and drums only, making the current production the first 
with the intended orchestral setting. 


Just as Reaney’s text recounts the story of early York with many period quotations 
(recruiting notices, a drumming manual, official bulletins, Elizabeth Simcoe’s diary), 
sO my score incorporates tunes of the period — drawing on its sacred, patriotic, and 
military repertoires, its tavern songs and dances. 


The sacred quotations are taken from the "Yankee tunesmiths" William Billings, 
Daniel Read, and Jeremiah Ingalls. Associated with the character of the Anglican par- 
son is an English hymn tune, Israel Holdroyd’s "Wells," 1753, quoted also by Somers 
in Serinette: it was the second most widely anthologized tune in North America, 
exceeded in popularity only by "Old Hundred." 


Patriotic references include some tunes that will be readily recognized ("Yankee 
Doodle," "Rule, Britannia") and some once-familiar examples, now largely forgotten 
("Washington’s March," "Hail, Columbia"). The tune called "Mad Anthony Wayne", 
1852, seemed to me a suitable inclusion despite its late date: its text is said to have 
been composed by an officer who served under Wayne. 


The early fife and drum treatises (especially those by Samuel Potter) guided the musi- 
cal formation of the drumming lessons and the taptoo and running-the-gantlet 
scenes in the opera. Ken Purvis of Historic Fort York generously shared his knowl- 
edge with me in these areas. Customarily played at gauntlet ceremonies, "The Rogue’s 
March" appears in two different versions, one British and the other American. The 
jaunty six-eight melody belies the cruel side of the ceremony; the second phrase is 
identical to an age-old schoolyard taunt (G-G-G-A-G-E). 


Sometimes at the librettist’s suggestion, and sometimes from my own instincts, I also 
drew on snatches of such traditional marching and drinking songs as "The Girl I Left 
Behind Me," "Roast Beef of Old England," and "How Stands the Glass Around?" (its 
touching second verse, "Why, Soldiers, Why?" ends Act 1). 


The dances of the taptoo ritual are both Irish: "St Patrick’s Day in the Morning" and 
"Go to the Devil and Shake Yourself." In the ball sequence I quote two Scottish fid- 
dle tunes, "The White Cockade" and "The De’il amang the Tailors," as well as 
"Marching Down to Old Quebec." I learned from the late Edith Fowke that the last, 
a popular game-song, had a long all-purpose existence: she discovered examples 
where the U. S. rebels boasted of beating the British, not vice versa, and a late version 
from the World War I years where "Old Quebec" became "Old Berlin." "General 
Burgoyne’s Minuet" is by the Scottish composer Lord Kelly, who dedicated it to 
Burgoyne before the latter’s (largely unhappy) war exploits in America. 


Taptoo! imagines a contemporary musical and dramatic continuity in which period 
references, often quite brief, would emerge from the sung story every so often, simi- 
larly to the way the songs in 18th-century ballad operas emerge from a spoken story. 
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